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By Jim Stewart

Her Blood Runs Purple
Erin Barker is the latest member of her athletic family to make her mark at Furman.

W

hen it comes to Furman’s distancerunning royalty, the name “Barker”
arguably wears the crown.
The family honor roll starts with Paul ’74
(he now goes by Chris), followed by brothers Phil ’78 and David ’80. The Barker boys
brought their athletic talent and Presbyterian
work ethic (Dad was a minister) to then-Baptist
Furman from Indiana, where track and cross
country were popular and the quality of high
school competition was strong. All of their
names can be found in the university’s
record book.
Fast forward a few years to the next
generation of Barkers, represented by
Phil’s daughters, Lindsey ’09 and Erin ’12.
Erin’s breakthrough year in 2011-12, combined
with her lineage, provided the inspiration
for this article.
But first we should mention one other
contributor to the athletic gene pool. Ma
Barker — Sue Houck ’79 — was a four-year
member of the women’s tennis team.
		 To be fair, in their younger days the Barker
sisters did give Mom’s game a try. “But we
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also had academics to worry about,” says Erin,
“so we made a choice, and Dad’s sport won.”
Lindsey paved the way, racing to all-county
and all-region honors at Easley (S.C.) High.
Erin built on that legacy and was named allregion and all-state in cross country and track
before following her sister to Furman.
Erin also benefited directly from Dad’s
guidance her senior year when Phil, who at the
time was between jobs, volunteered to help
coach the Easley squad. The team finished
second in the state.
“It was actually a great thing for me personally, because I’d been working a huge
number of hours before,” says Phil. “This gave
me a chance to spend quality time with her.
I just had to be careful to separate the Dad
role from the coach role.
“Erin’s pretty self-motivated. The biggest
thing I did was to help her keep the attitude
up and build her confidence.”
On occasion he’d even join her during
workouts, which Erin doesn’t recall so fondly:
“He would beat me all the time,” she says. “It
made me so mad for an old man to do that.”
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The Barkers at Commencement 2012: Erin is front
and center, flanked by Phil and Sue and backed
by Brad and Lindsey. Photos by Jeremy Fleming.

Still, she was back on track. Caldwell says,
“I can’t stress enough how gifted an athlete
she is — disciplined and dedicated, and one
of the hardest workers we had.”
Hmmm — who does that sound like?

W

P

hil and Erin both graduated from
Furman with several school records.
But while they finished in similar places,
they took different routes to get there.
Phil, who still looks as if he could knock
out a quick 800 meters without breaking a
sweat, was a mainstay of the strong track and
cross country programs of the mid-seventies.
Erin says she’s been told he was “the hardest
worker on the team” — so much so that his
teammates joked he would “kill his kids” if
they chose to pursue a sport.
He was on the last Furman men’s teams to
win Southern Conference titles in cross country and indoor track (both in 1976). He holds
several school records in individual events and
relays, and the league record he established
in the outdoor 800-meter run still stands, 35
years later. He was elected to the Furman
Athletic Hall of Fame in 1987.
Erin had a somewhat rougher ride. During
her first cross country season she suffered a
stress injury, and her initial efforts at rehab
only worsened the problem. The result: She
missed a year and a half of competition and
received a medical redshirt.
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When she returned for cross country her
junior year (sophomore eligibility-wise), she
was hesitant to go full-out. As she gained
fitness and confidence, though, she improved
steadily, finishing with her best time at the
conference meet. She continued to improve
through the indoor and outdoor track seasons.
Says Laura Caldwell, an assistant coach at
Furman the last two years who worked with
the distance runners, “Erin just needed to get
to the point where she could train day in and
day out, without any injury breaks. She always
had the discipline and the desire. What she
needed was consistency.”
After a solid summer of training Erin took
off in the fall of 2011, cutting her five-kilometer
time by two minutes, finishing fourth in the
conference cross country meet and leading the
team to a second-place result, and making the
all-NCAA Southeast Region team after finishing 21st in that meet. Her momentum carried
over, as she went on to set school records
in the indoor mile and 3,000 meters and the
outdoor 1,500 meters. The one disappointment
came in the conference outdoor meet, where
a combination of asthma and a sinus infection
forced her to pull out of the 1,500 meters.

hen Erin received her degree in
health sciences May 5, she was
already planning to pursue a doctorate in physical therapy — and to use her
final year of athletic eligibility.
One problem: Furman didn’t offer the
prerequisites she needed for graduate school.
So she looked around for programs that did,
and that would want her to run. She found one
right down the road, at Clemson University.
“I’d love to stay [at Furman],” says Erin,
“but I need to get those requirements for
physical therapy school, and Clemson has
a program with courses geared exactly in that
direction. And there are the competitive
reasons. A girl at Clemson that I ran against
in high school just went to the Olympic Trials.
That says something.”
Given the close-knit nature of last year’s
team, which Erin clearly treasured, her Furman
buddies will likely understand her decision.
And as for the probability that at some point
she’ll compete against her former teammates,
she doesn’t seem too concerned.
“It should be fun,” she says. “And it will be
funny to see who my Dad cheers for.”
But where does this leave Furman, which
has gotten used to Barkers running around
campus over the last seven years? About where
it was in 1980, when David’s graduation ended
the 10-year reign of Barker boys.
Fear not. On the horizon, jogging into view,
is Brad Barker, a high school junior.
Granted, there are no guarantees yet.
“We didn’t push Furman on Lindsey or Erin,”
says Phil, “so we’ll have to see how that goes.”
Just remember what color courses through
your veins, Brad. |F|

Take the Short Way Home
After an odyssey of self-discovery along the Appalachian Trail, an alumnus decides
to re-enter the civilized world by hitchhiking home. Here’s his tale of the return trip.
By Jerry Adams

I

t had rained every day for a week when I reached
the west bank of Maine’s Piscataquis River, and the
guidebook warned that this knee-high fording could
be dangerous after heavy rain.
At another crossing earlier that morning, I had foolishly
chosen to wear sandals and keep my boots dry. Unable to see
my feet through the dark, swirling waters, I slipped on the rocky
bottom and nearly went under, but while my backside got wet,
my backpack stayed dry.
Lesson learned, I kept the boots on this time, but struggled
to find stable footing and force my way across the current as the
icy waters fought hard to push me downstream. Still, I grinned
and whooped and savored one more moment in a half-year
odyssey that was coming to an end.

I had left Georgia in the spring of 2011 to hike the
Appalachian Trail — through North Carolina and Tennessee
as the trees and flowers came alive, and then through Virginia
and the mid-Atlantic states in the heat of the summer. Jumping
ahead of Hurricane Irene into New England, I hiked above
the tree line and through ice and snow in the White Mountains
of New Hampshire.
Mount Katahdin and the lake country of Maine were
reaching their autumn finest in late September when I arrived
at Baxter Peak and the northern terminus of the trail. Red,
silver and gold leaves shimmered across the 100 Mile Wilderness and covered the footpath like falling snow.
It had been nearly seven months since I had taken
the midnight bus from Columbia, S.C., to Atlanta to start
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